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Window on the World 
Mary Byrne 
 
‘Life is like giving a concert on a violin while learning to play the instrument’ 
 - Samuel Butler 
 
His father died when Djamal was five. His sister, 20 years older than him, was taught 
by their mother to make carpets. Both mother and sister loved Djamal’s deep brown 
eyes. When you’d seen the eyes you didn’t notice anything else. The two of them and 
their mother in Zagora, in the south, got by without father, his mother much 
preoccupied with trying to marry the sister off with help from the extended family. 
Djamal was good at school, feeling all the time that he was a peasant, yet dreaming of 
the city, hungry for education, wanting to learn. He was desperate to absorb what he 
could from foreign teachers paid by international funds, teachers who taught art, 
media studies. They also taught him an unswerving faith in the structures they 
represented. Windows on the world, he called them. The certainty of his world was 
shattered when his sister got married. Djamal and his mother, alone now, moved to an 
apartment in the capital, Rabat.  
His first day at the lycée he’d yearned for so much was a bit of a shock. He 
was on his toes, making sure his hand shot up whenever a question was asked. He 
even engaged in philosophical discussion with the teacher. The teacher asked him 
what school he’d been to. When he gave the name of his small school in the south, 
some of the other pupils giggled. The teacher looked irritated and asked again, ‘Go 
on,’ he said, ‘tell us what school you really went to.’ Djamal repeated the name of his 
small town in the south. The teacher looked at him carefully and moved on to another 
subject. Djamal was shocked, not because all this confirmed he was a peasant. He was 
shocked because it turned out that he knew more than these city boys. When they 
were sure he really had just come up from the desert, both teachers and pupils kept 
their distance. Djamal worked hard. Coming and going from the lycée and helping his 
mother, he continued to absorb as much as he could about the institutions that 
organised our lives, and how they took care of us and how he should have faith in 
them.  
  One evening, out shopping for his mother, the grocer gave him half a kilo of 
couscous charging a dirham, when he should have got a kilo.  
His mother sent him back. The grocer was angry. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘we’re here 
from dawn till dusk, always available. We make a mistake and you’re back straight 
away. You rob us and you disappear forever.’ Djamal, a growing young man with 
responsibilities, went to the police to report the grocer. A policeman in civvies came 
back to the quarter with him. First they checked the prices: the grocer next door was 
charging only a dirham a kilo. Then they went together to the culprit. They chatted. 
When the policeman brought up the subject of Djamal’s purchase, the grocer 
assaulted him. The policeman produced his badge and took the grocer away. Djamal 
was satisfied, his faith in structures confirmed. But later that evening, neighbours and 
friends of the grocer arrived from all over, even the culprit’s brother from 30 
kilometres away out in the bled, asking Djamal to forgive. ‘I’ll forgive him,’ said  
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Djamal, ‘he’s punished enough. But it’s out of my hands now. The law won’t forgive 
him.’  
The following week the news came that his sister’s husband had died 
suddenly. Once again, Djamal was the only man in the family. His sister recovered 
surprisingly quickly and, after a short period of mourning, went seriously into the 
making of carpets. She collected patterns first from friends and family, then from 
women all over the south. Subsidised by the state she finally set up a school to train 
others, in Rabat, near the old Oudayas fortress, where the mouth of the Bou Regreg 
river opened onto the broad rough Atlantic. It was here he ran to break the news of his 
Baccalaureate results. They were good enough for him to leave Rabat for a university 
in Paris. ‘I’ll be able to pay for your studies, Djamal!’ his sister said, beaming. Djamal 
became a linguist, read enormously, collected books. He met people from all over the 
world, shared good times with them, almost loved a German girl, spent a lot of time 
and money in La Closerie des Lilas, soaking up every minute of it, relishing the idea 
of sitting where Hemingway had sat. But the German girl was only passing through. 
Afterwards, when his friends asked him he’d say: ‘Elle était tarée’ (She was just 
crazy). 
  His faith in structures was tested yet again when he got his first job, teaching 
on the Kent coast. It wasn’t a great job, it was only to get some experience, and 
money, he told himself. 
When he arrived at Victoria Station, the Information Office sent him to a hotel 
in Paddington. The owners were Egyptians. There were Canadians staying there too.  
Djamal chatted in Arabic to the Egyptian girl of the family, who happened to be 
looking after reception when he arrived.  
‘Why don’t you chat up the Canadian girls,’ one of the Egyptian men said to 
him. ‘Leave our own girls alone.’ Djamal was hurt, but pretended to be amused. 
   After that he stayed in a B&B run by a kind old lady who drank sherry all day 
from a cup she kept near the sink.  
‘It makes me feel better,’ she explained to Djamal, ‘sets me up. I just don’t 
feel right without it.’ Her dining table stayed set at all times, its central arrangement 
of sugar and mustard rarely refreshed. Djamal got about, visited Rye, which he liked 
very much, had a meal in the Old Ship Hotel, bought pottery. He went up to London 
for one of the royal weddings, mingling with the crowd and listening to the girls 
enthuse about ‘the dress, the dress’. He still keeps A Souvenir of the Royal Wedding – 
dried flowers in a plastic holder – in his small attic flat in Paris. Back in Kent again, 
he took photographs of the ginger cat and the landlady in the garden, and they got on 
well. But eventually he became so depressed that he moved out to share an apartment 
with several other young Englishmen, all teachers too. They put him in the smallest 
room, charged him the biggest share of the rent and docked him for food expenses 
when he wasn’t there. 
   One day he stopped on his bike to say hello to a student and her boyfriend. 
The tattooed boyfriend moved sharply around the bike and hit Djamal on the 
shoulder. ‘You stay away from her,’ he said viciously.  
‘I only stopped out of politeness,’ Djamal said, in wonder, rubbing his 
shoulder. ‘Want some more?’ the tattooed young man showed him his fist. The girl 
looked on interestedly. Djamal called for help to two men at a nearby bus stop. ‘Piss 
off,’ they said in unison. Shortly after that he came back to Paris, where he discussed,  
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objectively and rationally with his friends, the relative merits of English courtesy and 
reserve. 
  Finally he went home to Morocco. His books travelled separately by trunk to 
his sister’s apartment in Rabat, where the concierge stored them in an unused room 
off the courtyard.  
A week later, Djamal was out for a stroll in the medina. To his astonishment, 
he found the concierge’s son selling, from a square of blue plastic laid on the cobbles, 
books that looked remarkably like his, for 10 dirhams each. He examined them. 
‘They’re my books,’ Djamal said. The boy looked at him as if he were an optical 
illusion. ‘Look – ’ Djamal indicated a page, ‘I always write my name on page 23 as 
well as the inside cover. So I know they’re mine.’ ‘You’re anally retentive,’ the boy 
said. ‘I’ll give you 0.50 centimes each for them,’ Djamal said to the boy. The boy 
shook his head: ‘No, I told you the price is 10 dirhams.’ ‘Toi, tu n’as rien compris,’ 
Djamal said. ‘You don’t get it. I was giving you an out. Now I’m going to tell you the 
truth.’ Djamal gave the boy a piece of his mind. He went home and spoke to the 
concierge. The next day her son had left town. Djamal recovered what he could of his 
books and put them in his sister’s apartment, under a cloth on the balcony. Then he 
packed a small suitcase and headed for the train station. ‘Get a girl and settle down,’ 
his sister said as they parted. 
  Back in Paris he searched for work, in competition with others who were 
equally qualified, who also spoke 6 languages and were as young and enthusiastic as 
himself. Many weren’t even North African at all but French, European, at the very 
least American, with the means to wait for a job and the contacts to find one. His own 
contacts were all among fellow Moghrebis, North Africans whose jobs were in taxis, 
cheap restaurants and takeaways, halal butchers and outdoor markets.  
Yet none of these were casual about their jobs. ‘A taxi licence costs about 
70,000 Euros,’ his friend Ahmed pointed out. ‘You could pay off the licence and the 
car in two years working flat out. You have to be young to do it – now’s the time,’ 
Ahmed said. Ahmed had a doctorate in mathematics, a wife and a child. ‘But what 
about our qualifications?’ asked Djamal. ‘You study to make a living, right?’ said 
Ahmed. ‘I studied, now I make a living. I work for my son. They’re the lucky ones – 
we can guide them through their studies. How many kids can say the same? You got 
to look ahead Djamal, see which way the wind blows.’ A week later, a letter came 
from his sister, to say that sooner or later you had to settle down. Djamal threw the 
letter away with impatience, thinking that his faith in structures would not fail him, 
that his studies would serve to put him on the right path, that someone, somewhere 
would eventually realise his value. He could speak a number of languages, after all. 
He had ideas for linguistic research. He would work hard and in time would write 
books.  
  But meanwhile, he needed money.  
Ahmed took him to see a friend who had a takeaway. When they got there they 
found the friend serving chips and ‘Greek’ sandwiches through a huge open window. 
Djamal wasn’t impressed. ‘I desperately need someone trustworthy to look after the 
place while I’m at home,’ Ahmed’s friend said. He was leaving for Tunisia for three 
months. Djamal thought about it for a minute. ‘I’ll do it for three months,’ he said. 
‘That’s the lad!’ said his friend Ahmed, delighted for him. A week later he was 
serving sandwiches over the glass counter beside the kebab machine, enveloped in the  
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smell of rancid oil which he detested. What made it interesting was when it was slow 
and he could lean on the glass counter, studying both locals and tourists, marvelling at 
the variety of types a city can produce or attract. He liked to guess what they all did 
for a living. Eight years later he is still there. The kebab machine still keeps him too 
warm in summer and not warm enough in winter. He drinks strong mint tea from a 
flask which he makes in the morning for himself, because customers don’t order mint 
tea much. He spends a lot of time staring through his window on the world. He still 
marvels at the wide outside through those brown eyes: that world he had always 
envied, coveted, wanted. He chats with his friend Ahmed and the other North African 
taxi drivers in the rank opposite while they wait for fares, or with the street cleaners 
from the Ivory Coast as they brush litter along the gutters with green plastic brooms. 
Sometimes he is amused by the number of Africans with doctorates doing menial jobs 
around the city.  
  His face still lights up when foreigners come in. They are usually delighted to 
find that he can talk to them in their own language, and that the sandwiches are tasty 
and cheap. Sometimes the conversation goes a little further, and Djamal mentions his 
interest in linguistics and philosophy, and the plan that one day he will write 
something, his contribution to things before disappearing forever. When asked if he is 
religious, he says he believes in God, his own God. When Islamic fundamentalists are 
mentioned, he says nothing at all. He still has those amazing brown eyes but is 
growing a bit of a paunch.  
After he closes up for the night and heads across the street to the metro, there 
is a certain hesitancy to his step, as if he were still unsure about something, as if there 
were something about life that he hadn’t yet quite understood. 
 
 